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Site History 
ER Site 27 is located off of Coyote Springs Road, northeast of ER Site 49, across the road from 
Building 9820, in an arroyo. Donkeys were buried in a pit approximately 20 ft by 20 ft across. 
An arroyo lies to the southeast of building 9820, draining to the north-northeast. Building 9820 
was occupied by the Photometrics Department and Organization 7535 but is currently empty. 
The military also recently has conducted maneuvers in the vicinity. Recent environmental 
restoration activities have included an unexploded ordnance survey, conducted on November 2, 
1993, and a surface radiation survey conducted in March 1995.  
 
Building 9820 was constructed in 1958, and was used for several months for high explosive 
synthesis. Animal experiments were conducted at building 9820 in 1958 and 1959 using rats and 
later donkeys. The experiments were conducted for the Navy and were classified as top secret. 
Security guards were posted around the area during the experiments. It is estimated that four 
donkeys were used in the experiments and were stabled in one end of Building 9820. Some of 
the donkeys died as a result of the experiments and were buried in a pit near the building. Due to 
the highly classified nature of the tests, the exact cause of the animals’ demise is unknown. Since 
the project was highly sensitive, the excess soil was graded off so no visible evidence was left 
after the burial.  
 
A machine shop was opened in the mid-1960s; photographic processing was conducted from the 
mid-1970s to 1988 inside the building, and in a darkroom trailer parked on the west side of the 
building. Waste from these activities are not associated with the burial pit, but fall under a 
separate Solid Waste Management Unit (SWMU), ER Site 49.  
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The animal burial pit was originally listed as a SWMU based on a Comprehensive Environment 
Assessment and Response Program (CEARP) Interview conducted in 1985, in which an 
individual who was associated with the security organization at SNL stated that radiation studies 
were conducted on animals in this area. This information conflicts with more recent information 
from interviews with technical personnel directly involved in the experiments. These individuals 
included the organization director who was responsible for the experiments, two technicians who 
performed the experiments, and a third technician who worked at Building 9820 not long after 
the experiments were conducted. According to these individuals, the test involved animal 
experiments using sophisticated electronic equipment and absolutely no radioactive materials 
were used in the tests nor were film badges required. A fourth individual who worked in the 
Sandia Health Physics organization (now named Radiation Protection Operations) at the time 
stated that SNL policy required the Health Physics organization to be involved in projects where 
radioactive materials were used, and would have been involved in this test if radioactive 
materials had been used. Their statements are strongly supported by the fact that no radiation 
anomalies were found in the open pit during the radiation survey.  
 
On June 31, 1994, a site visit was conducted with the equipment operator who buried the 
animals. He identified an area he thought contained the burial pit. The area appeared to have 
been excavated and all remains removed. Two small piles of borrow material (4 ft by 4 ft and 
approximately 2 ft high) were evident on either side of the shallow pit. Vegetation growing on 
the piles indicated the excavation probably occurred more than 5 years ago. No one interviewed 
knew any details of the apparent excavation.  
 
The surface radiation survey that was conducted in March 1995 over the same open pit revealed 
no radiation anomalies. One point-source radiation anomaly was detected about 50 ft from the pit 
but is not associated with the pit. Radiological survey measurements at this point were 650 
counts per second (cps) gamma, with 120 cps gamma background. This source was removed 
under the Voluntary Corrective Measure (VCM).  
 
Available information has been obtained through interviews with personnel directly involved 
with the experiment and with Radiation Protection Operations (RPO) personnel, who are 
involved in all radioactive experiments. Resource Conservation and Recovery Act(RCRA) 
Facility Investigation (RFI) sampling was conducted in June 1997 to assess surface debris at an 
area later named the mound area and the potential burial pit. The investigation of the mound area 
found buried materials, including donkey remains. The excavation of the area identified as the 
potential burial pit did not contain donkey remains but did contain a burn pit and significant 
charred debris. Samples were taken in both areas. A VCM was conducted later in September 
1997 to remove all the buried materials at both locations. After the removal of all the debris 
material, verification samples were collected. All excavations have been filled in and the site 
revegetated.  
 

Constituents of Concern 
The constituents of concern were: animal remains, pesticides, herbicides, lead and other metals. 
All debris and contaminated soils above action levels have been removed.  
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Current Hazards 
There are no current hazards at this site related to contamination of the surface or subsurface 
soils. There may be structures or stored materials that remain at the site that are a potential 
hazard.  
 

Current Status of Work 
This site was proposed for NFA status in August 1995. NMED accepted Site 27 as NFA in June 
1999. The NFA was approved by NMED in July 2000 after completing the public review and 
permit modification process.  
 

Future Work Planned 
No future work is planned.  
 

Waste Volume Estimated/Generated 
One radioactive metal fragment was removed from this site. This waste was combined with Site 
87’s metal fragment sample. A total of 1085 cubic feet of waste was generated during the VCM 
conducted in September 1997, and consisted of donkey remains, biological waste, battery debris, 
general construction debris, and lead-contaminated soils.  
 
 
Information for ER Site 27 was last updated Jun 8, 2000. 
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